University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository
NotiCen

Latin America Digital Beat (LADB)

11-11-1999

Dominican Republic Debates Problem of
Undocumented Haitian Immigrants
LADB Staff

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen
Recommended Citation
LADB Staff. "Dominican Republic Debates Problem of Undocumented Haitian Immigrants." (1999).
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/noticen/8624

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Latin America Digital Beat (LADB) at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in NotiCen by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact amywinter@unm.edu.

LADB Article Id: 54084
ISSN: 1089-1560

Dominican Republic Debates Problem of Undocumented
Haitian Immigrants
by LADB Staff
Category/Department: Dominican Republic
Published: 1999-11-11
Historically, Haitians have supplied an important adjunct to the Dominican labor force but have
seldom been granted citizenship or legal residence. During a recent resurgence of the national
debate on the issue, a human rights report condemned the policy of withholding citizenship from
Dominican-born children of undocumented Haitians.
In the exchange of accusations, President Leonel Fernandez's administration is asking why the
international community is not taking more responsibility for Haiti's poverty. The Dominican
government says at least 500,000 Haitians perhaps more than one million live in the Dominican
Republic, illegally working in construction, the sugar industry, and as domestic workers for as little
as US$50 per month. Typically, Haitian construction laborers are paid less than US$100 per month
compared with US$300 per month paid to their Dominican counterparts.
A Catholic group that proposed giving birth certificates to Haitian children born in the Dominican
Republic sparked the current debate on the immigration problem. The official government policy
is that undocumented Haitians are "foreigners in transit" and therefore ineligible for citizenship.
Furthermore, Abel Rodriguez, legal advisor to the president, said Haitian women come to the
Dominican Republic solely to get Dominican citizenship for their children. However, their children
may not legally receive birth certificates.

Crisis in construction industry
In early November, the press reported that the Dominican Armed Forces were reinforcing border
posts and using trained dogs to chase down undocumented Haitians attempting to cross the border.
The crackdown slowed the influx of immigrants, but it also hurt the construction industry.
Public Works Secretary Diandino Pena told a press conference that the crackdown had paralyzed
work on dozens of government infrastructure projects. Immigration policies have already forced
delays in the construction of hospitals, roads, and other projects that were supposed to be finished
by the end of Fernandez's term in August 2000.
Pena advised immigration officials and the Foreign Ministry to consider the urgent need for Haitian
labor before setting policy. He said Haitians had gone from being ordinary peons to become
builders and an indispensable part of the construction industry. "They are the most docile workers,
who are willing at any moment to sacrifice themselves in terms of hourly wages even though they
realize they are working under conditions unfavorable for achieving residency," said Pena.
Paulino Jorge Espejo, head of the construction association (Asociacion de Maestros Constructores de
la Republica Dominicana), said deportations have left the industry with labor shortages. He said the
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situation had reached crisis proportions because Haitians took jobs that Dominican workers refused
to accept.
The College of Engineers, Architects, and Surveyors asked the government to grant Haitians visas
and work permits. The group's president, Martin Concepcion, said the industry could not keep
up with demand without Haitian labor. He said that 92% of the unskilled labor in construction
projects for the tourism sector is Haitian, most of whom are illegal immigrants. But the needs of
these industries clash with racial prejudice and fears among many Dominicans that black Haitians
in large numbers pose a threat to society and a burden on taxpayers for the cost of providing them
health care, schooling, and other social services.

Human Rights Commission deplores treatment of Haitians
The problem has now become a major issue affecting relations between the two countries and has
led to international concerns. The Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) of the
Organization of American States (OAS) issued a report Oct. 7 deploring the Dominican policy of
denying citizenship to Haitian children born in the Dominican Republic.
The report called the policy a violation of individual rights. Article 11 of the Dominican Constitution
states that anyone born in the Dominican Republic is a citizen of that country with the exception
of children born to foreign diplomats or to "foreigners in transit." The IACHR criticized the
government's view that Haitian workers, some of whom remain in the Dominican Republic
for decades, are in transit. "Consequently, numerous children of Haitian descent are denied
fundamental rights, such as nationality of the country in which they were born, access to health
[care] and education," said the report.
The government protested the condemnation, charging the OAS with meddling in Dominican
affairs and reasserting the government's sovereign right to repatriate undocumented immigrants.
"The international community abandoned Haiti and now wants the Dominican Republic to
assume the consequences of the Haitian people's poverty," said Jose Tomas Perez, president of the
governing Partido de la Liberacion Dominicana (PLD). Television commentator Jose Rafael Vargas
said the IACHR would like to see the "fusion" of the two countries "to convert them into a nation of
blacks, and thus bring Africa here."
However, Virgilio Almanzar, president of the Comision de Derechos Humanos, called the report
"correct." The way Haitians are treated in the Dominican Republic is shameful, he said. In the midst
of the debate, the government announced that Haitian workers would receive work permits and
temporary residence papers to work in the sugar harvest. The Fernandez administration said the
measure was intended to regularize the status of undocumented Haitian workers.
But Foreign Relations Secretary Eduardo Latorre, in making the announcement Nov. 4, said the
permits would be exclusively for work in the harvest. Since the harvest is seasonal, the Haitians'
status would presumably be regularized only until the harvest is completed. Government is
considering reforms in migratory law As yet, the government has proposed no long-term solution to
the immigration problem, although Fernandez is considering changes in migratory law.
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A reform bill is expected to go to the legislature soon, but details on how the problem will be
addressed are not available. One measure apparently under consideration is an amnesty program
that would grant citizenship to Haitians born in the Dominican Republic between 1930 and 1990.
Latorre denied that the reforms under consideration were in response to the IACHR's denunciation.
Meanwhile, the Fernandez administration is seeking international assistance to help Haiti develop
economically and reduce the incentive for illegal immigration.
Fernandez is under pressure to bring the matter up at the Ibero-American Summit to be convened
in Havana Nov. 16 and at a summit of the Africa, Caribbean, and Pacific (ACP) group in Santo
Domingo, Nov. 25 and 26. In a letter to Fernandez, business and political leaders said, "It's time for
the Dominican Republic to assume with virility the defense of its sovereignty placed in danger by
the interminable migratory wave." [Sources: Haiti On Line (Miami), 11/04/99; Notimex, 08/08/99,
08/10/99, 10/30/99, 11/02/99, 11/03/99, 11/04/99, 11/05/99, 11/06/99; Associated Press, 11/08/99; Listin
Diario (Dominican Republic), 11/02/99, 11/09/99]
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